The Value of Cultural Responsiveness to Educational Leadership and the Role of
Preparation Programs
In a monologue following the tragic shooting of Congresswoman Gabrielle Giffords in her
district in Tucson, AZ in 2011, Mark Shields of the Public Broadcasting System said of the
incident:
This is America, where a white Catholic male Republican judge was murdered on his way
to greet a Democratic Jewish woman member of Congress, who was his friend. Her life
was saved initially by a 20-year old Mexican American gay college student, and eventually
by a Korean American combat surgeon, all eulogized by our African American President
(Time, 2011).
This particular passage about those involved in this horrific event is loaded with diversity
descriptors that represent the diversity that can be seen in this nation. The intersection of
diversity is in full view when Mark Shields highlights religion, political party affiliation, gender,
race/ethnicity, age, and sexual orientation of the individuals in this incident. All emphasizing the
point that one cannot look at America and not see diversity. It is apparent in its people, culture,
heritage, and reflected in many education institutions. This is why it is essential that leadership in
education responds to cultural difference and diversity.
A challenge within the field of education is ensuring that both aspiring and seasoned
teachers as well as educational leaders are properly prepared to instruct diverse learners (Garcia
et. al., 2010; Gargiulo & Metcalf, 2010; Gay, 2010; Hollins & Guzman, 2005; Nieto & Bode,
2008; Sobel et. al., 2011). When educators view students or individuals in their classroom from a
deficit lens, it shows that they are not culturally responsive. Rather, teachers should see the assets
that each child brings to the classroom. Therefore, embedding culturally responsive pedagogy
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within teacher preparation and educational leadership programs is imperative (Valentin, 2006).
These programs must also be intentional at ensuring that future teachers have access to critical
resources and are given an opportunity to experience community-based and experiential learning
opportunities (Sobel et. al., 2011). Along those same lines, educational leadership programs must
do the same to ensure future educational leaders explore diverse topics that sometimes go beyond
the typical diversity course offering.
Khalifa, Gooden, and Davis (2016) noted that, “…the right leader will hold an
understanding of the need to recruit and sustain culturally responsive teachers who are better
prepared to work with poor children of color” (p. 1273). According to Khalifa et al. (2016), the
school principal is “the most recognizable leadership position in a school, and the position most
empowered by district, and even state policy” (p. 1274). With this high level of responsibility,
educational leaders, in addition to their regular duties of teacher/staff recruitment and
development, are key to ensuring their schools/institutions are culturally responsive (Dantley &
Tillman, 2006; Khalifa et al., 2016; Riehl, 2000; Ryan, 2006). All too often, minority students in
elementary and high schools are overly represented in cases of special education designation or
school discipline referrals (Skiba, Michael, Nardo, & Peterson, 2002). In the case of culturally
responsive educational leadership, necessary steps to provide ample training and cultural
awareness opportunities to teachers and staff would aid in efforts to create an atmosphere of
inclusiveness.
In their research on appropriate strategies for culturally responsive leadership, Khalifa et
al. (2016) identified four essential competencies. The first of these competencies consists of
educational leaders being able to engage in self-refection. A second competency is the ability to
develop culturally responsive teachers who are committed to the principles of culturally
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responsive pedagogy. The third competency calls for the educational leader to promote a
culturally responsive school environment that is inclusive. The final competency entails the
educational leader engaging students, parents, and indigenous contexts to promote a hands on
approach by multiple stakeholders in promoting inclusiveness (Khalifa et al., 2016).
To adequately prepare educational leaders for the growing diversity being seen in school
districts and institutions of higher learning, educational leadership preparation programs must
produce leaders who have a genuine understanding and affection for students from diverse
backgrounds and their abilities for academic achievement (Barakat et al, 2019, p. 213; Donovan
& Cross, 2002; Gandara, 2000; Huber et al., 2012). Traditional approaches to incorporating
cultural competency awareness in preparation programs of educational leaders include “an
appropriation of cultural diversity, an ability to connect with people from other cultures, and a
willingness to fight oppression” (Barakat et al., 2019, p. 213).
Educators cannot afford to not be culturally responsive in this special field of education
as the future of so many children are at stake. Without putting cultural responsiveness at the
forefront of education reform, along with equity and inclusion, American society will continue to
see the divisions and discriminations that have found their way into our classrooms and
institutions of learning. Every educator that makes a commitment to the profession and the
discipline also signs up to working to close the achievement gap which cannot be possible
without being culturally responsive. As current professors in the VCU School of Education, this
Fall, we taught a class on Equity and Leadership to Ed.D students and incorporated a number of
assignments that sought to connect the student with their leadership qualities. One of these,
which a number of students had never participated in before was the Leadership Assessment
Assignment.
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For this assignment, students were asked to review the following questions: How do you
see yourself as a leader? How do others see you as a leader? The aim of the assignment was for
the individual to investigate their strengths and weaknesses as an educational leader using
feedback from three groups of people – colleagues, manages, and managers. Leadership styles
were then evaluated based on Communication skills, Team working, and Relationship building.
These three skills were chosen because they were ones that were common to all students
irrespective of the field/institution they worked. Students wrote a reflective paper critically
examining their strengths and weaknesses as a leader focusing on whether they agreed with the
feedback and any mention of their multicultural competencies.
This assignment was based on the first of the four competencies identified by Khalifa et
al. (2016). We identified some of the key feedback from the supervisors, peers, and supervisees
that our students interviewed and the findings are presented below. There were a total of 20
students in our combined classes who took part in the assignments. For each of the students we
present a summary of their key takeaways from the assignment under the subhead takeaways and
also snippets of the comments made by their colleagues for each of the skills identified. Where
the boxes are left empty, the students did not receive any feedback or the feedback received was
similar for all three colleagues. The assignment showed the value of reflection to the educational
leader as it provides an opportunity to think about behaviors, attitudes, and actions. For the
multicultural leader and educator, this creates an awareness of values and leads to change that
fosters greater inclusion and strengthens equity.
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Takeaways
1) Passionate but now know the importance of interpersonal relationships
2) better at individual relationship building than at team building.
3) more aware that my tendency to multitask may cause individuals to feel that I am not
focused or engaged in our conversations
4) will continue to engage in workshops and trainings, read difficult articles and books,
listen to others’ stories, conduct self-assessments, and continually ask for both positive
and critical feedback
5) I need to be more assertive. I need to also find the balance between being trusting,
humble, and reserved in my leadership and using my position of power and authority to
positively influence the growth and development of those around me
6) I am open to making changes, especially in the areas of collaboration and speaking up in
team situations.
7) I must accept my weakness and strive to improve, so it does not interfere with my
leadership. I want to be a leader that can inspire others to be even better leaders. My
leadership style is a combination of qualities I've adopted from other leaders and skills I
already possessed
8) holding myself to the same standard I hold my staff to. I expect them to ask for help
when they need it and to feel confident in what they are doing, and when they do not do
that, I talk to them about why those things are so important. If I could do the same for
myself, that would be a benefit for not only myself but my team.

5

9) I am on the right track of becoming the leader that I wish to be in future roles, but I have
to continue strategically identifying and implementing the proper next steps for my path
forward.
10) Self-assessments have allowed me to better understand how to foster a healthy team
environment, how I communicate as a leader, and how I function within a team.
11) While I am often willing to support my team by taking on additional assignments,
sometimes I can take on too much. This was a recurring theme among my supervisor,
supervisee, and colleague.
12) The strengths observed and summarized by all were, that my conduct with others
demonstrates a positive and healthy desire that I have to be a supportive, involved and
committed member of a team.
13) With all the feedback my colleagues provided me, I am open and willing to make
changes to be a better leader.
14) I have strong opinions about issues of equity and justice in our environments. As my
colleagues noted, I may not fully communicate those opinions due to my fear of being
viewed as incompetent.
15) The feedback from all three colleagues was generally consistent. They are aware that I
am an advocate of the underrepresented and underprivileged in our society.
16) This feedback has highlighted several areas for growth.
17) Upon reflection of what they shared; I do agree with much of the feedback that they had
surrounding my leadership skills.
18) Reflection for experienced leaderships is a humbling process that should become a
motivating force behind personal and professional change.
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19) I believe that their critical appraisal of my approach validates my values of authenticity,
inclusion, and mindfulness and compels me to be more intentional about activating true
collaboration by asserting my needs with colleagues, stakeholders, and superiors.
20) As an emerging educational leader, it is imperative that I regularly solicit feedback from
colleagues, evaluate my skills, and incorporate my lessons into practice so that I can
embody the ideals of ethical and equitable leadership.
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Team working
1
2
3
4

Supervisor
Hyper-independence (all 3
noted)
Building cohesive teams
Allows team to engage with
leadership/shares credit
Playing to others strength in
group

5

6

Works well in team
enviroment. Committed to
personal and professional
growth

7
Team focused

10

Ability to work in a team but
easily frustrated with people
that do not do their share of
the work
Always willing to help out
and take-on extra projects to
support others
Needs to recognize strengths
and not shy away from
opportunities to provide
input
Should not always take the
lead when working with a
team/give other people an
opportunity
Strong interpersonal skills
and values the opinion of
others

12

13

14

Goal setting

Supervisee
Praising team members

recognize strength & weakness
of others
good team member until faced
with conflict

works alongside team as
opposed to constantly
delegating
adaptable

Ability to lead & support at
same time/trust issues in team

8
9

11

Peer

Easy to work with/ very low
tolerance for nonproductive
teaming or unhelpful
teammates, and I do not do very
well with concealing my
frustrations
Shows compassion for every
team member

Develops energy from working
with others

Will do the work with
other team members

Needs to be more assertive and
direct and less compassionate in
situations that require
assertiveness
An organizational masterpiece
A great team member
in all teams

Works in a collaborative
manner but needs to follow
through on assignments

Sometimes seeks out too
much information that
hinders moving forward
at the required pace
8

15

16

17

18

Values the role of everyone
on the team but sometimes
takes on too much because of
not wanting others to fail.
Needs to learn to delegate
(all 3)
Is aware of all areas of
strength on the team but does
not always remember to
include everyone
Great organizational skills
that are a benefit to the team
but again needs to learn
delegation (all 3)
Ability to integrate into the
team and also asks to support
team when needed

19

Strong collaborator and
partner

20

Needs to work on
disassociating the personal
and professional

Always willing to help but
sometimes takes on too much

Is a great team member.
Not observed any
weakness

Ability to integrate with any
team but takes on the load when
others in the team do not pull
their weight
Equitable and inclusive and
takes the time to listen to
other/sometimes takes on too
much to ensure the team
succeeds
Willing to include a wide array
of voices in decision making

Able to perform every
role and make roles more
efficient

Peer
consistent and positive
influence
better at one on one than team

Supervisee
intimidating

Strong collaborator and
partner

Relationship Building
1
2
3
4
5

Supervisor
Good listener
Terrible networker (selfanalysis)
Uses humor wisely (all 3)
Value building relationship
in team
Needs to be assertive as
leader

willing to reach out

Make a point to talk to
everyone

Consistent, positive, genuine

can enter any room and
build relationship

9

6

Highly skilled at building
relationships

provide harmony to group
interactions (peer & supervisee)
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Recommend develop
humility and ask others for
help (supervisor)

Strong at building relationships
(colleague)

8
9

ability to inspire others,
especially young black girls,
and the longevity of the
relationships that I create
(supervisor)
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Growth seen in this area.
Now takes time to learn to
learn more about individuals
and communicates in a
manner that improves the
team (all 3)
Sometimes bluntness may be
perceived as aggressive
Strengths in positivity with
learning people for myself,
respect demonstrated
towards learning others and
the expression of care
towards others feeling
connected (all 3)
Understanding and
supportive in every
relationship
A “bridge builder,
thoughtful, and honest"
Has the "ability to lead with
integrity, compassion, and
care for others" but needs to
be more aware of the politics
of bureaucracies (all 3)
Extremely trustworthy and
dependable

11
12

13

14
15

16

personability, friendliness,
loyalty, and transferrable sales
and marketing related
experience (peer)

provide harmony to
group interactions (peer
& supervisee)

Can tell genuinely care
about people (supervisee)
my schedule being
constantly overloaded
makes it difficult to keep
everything and everyone
in order and consequently
affects my ability to
maintain every
relationship to its
maximum potential
(supervisee)

Very honest, direct, and blunt

Ability to always build a
professional and personal
relationship with all colleagues
High level of emotional
intelligence

Very friendly and
genuinely cares about
others
Cares about people in the
workplace

Genuinely cares about others

Also cares about personal
lives
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17

18

19

20

Makes a genuine effort to get
to know members of the
team not just on a
professional level but on a
persona level (all 3)
Uses position/expertise to
push others to do a better job
in a good way but may
intimidate others

Efficient in leveraging
relationships to accomplish
goals successfully
Strong relationship building
skills

Good work ethic and
commitment to students

Cares about everyone
regardless of background
or circumstances but
sometimes negative
reaction from those who
do not do the same
Develops meaningful
Attitude of treating others
relationships that build trust and as equals and showing
collegiality
care for others
Ability to create and maintain
strong bonds both within and
across departments

Communication
Supervisor
1
2

3
4
5
6

Strong verbal &
communication skills/ when
uncomfortable with content
tend to be quiet
Always prepared with notes
Frequently communicates
Clear and concise
strong communicator and
that I understand how to
effectively communicate
with others from a variety of
backgrounds utilizing a
variety of delivery methods
(all 3)
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8
9

Peer
Lack of comm. When assign,
completed

Supervisee
Comm. Good/Tone is
weakness

Honest & direct
transparent

great orator &
writer/attentiveness is a
weakness
Good at keeping people in
the loop (all 3)
could amend the way in
which I listen because
oftentimes, it seems that I
have a response ready before

tendency to shut down or
completely reject
counterarguments in the event

take more things at face
value instead of always
attempting to “get to the
11

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

whomever I am conversing
with finishes their thoughts
(supervisor)
Is "precise and clear" but this
may sometimes be seen as
harsh or dismissive, even
when not intentional (all 3)
Very passionate but
sometimes passion can come
across as aggression. Also
takes decisions personally
Communication skills are
strong, thorough in detail and
reflective of compassion
towards others (all 3)
Greatest strength is
transparency but more
reserved colleagues may not
be receptive to this
communication style
Finds respectful ways to
express concerns even in
sensitive situations but needs
to be more transparent with
supervisees
The following words were
used by all 3 to
communication strengths "clear, concise, engaging,
intentional, thoughtful,
compassionate,
collaborative"
"uses words thoughtfully
when communicating" but
"may not include all the
details needed for those who
may not be as well informed
as others”
Actively listens to others no
matter the opinions presented
but needs to be more
assertive in delegating tasks
(all 3)
A thorough and concise
communicator but needs to

that a work-related debate
reaches an impasse (peer)

bottom” of something
(supervisee)

Able to adapting
communication for fit the
audience

Skilled at responding to
situations with
thoughtfulness and
composure

Ability to create a more fun and
relaxed ambience for both
colleagues and students/ Can
sometimes be anxious about
expressing own opinions to
leadership
Thinks thoroughly before
communicating with others

One strength in the area
of communication your
ability to express own
thoughts and concerns

Sometimes provides too much
information which can be
overwhelming

Communicates in a
professional and helpful
manner but not always on
time

Attentive to other’s ideas but
maybe overly cautious

Communicates with all in
an inclusive and

Ability to listen as the
most valuable
communication skill and
biggest strength
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19

20

sometimes communicate in a
timely manner
Actively listens and practices
understanding/needs to
improve communicating with
executive level

Work on being more
assertive in areas of
confidence

Demonstrates respect,
mindfulness, and inclusivity
through both verbal and nonverbal communication
skills/needs to be a more
effective self-advocate
Good at communication but
might be improved by listening
more

supportive manner but
needs to delegate more
Creates an environment
where others feel that
they can communicate
openly and freely/needs
to communicate more
directly
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